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With his contribution to the trilogy of films for television, Dreileben (2011), Christian Petzold, the leading exponent of the Berlin School of contemporary German filmmaking, produced his first digital work, breaking with his abiding attachment to analogue. This article is concerned with the bearing that this form has upon the ontological framework of the film in question: Etwas Besseres als den Tod. In a film that is concerned, as so much of Petzold’s work, with uncertain – often uncanny –boundaries between life and death, the article asks what kind of filmic life is achieved here. Its particular concern is with how the film inhabits the temporal dimension, and how it matches up to a model of what is called here filmic Eigenzeit, or proper time.
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This essay builds on my recent work on the films of Berlin School director Christian Petzold, in order to consider his resistance to digital methods and explore the ontological model of time-space relations that goes with this. In Petzold’s work, there is an attachment to analogue film, which he sees as combining subjective and objective dimensions and thereby achieving what he calls ‘spatial suspense’, through prevailing uncertainty as to perspective.​[1]​ Digital, on the other hand, is seen as having a ‘look’ (and, we might add, a ‘sound’) that is purely objective,​[2]​ operating as a system of control over the audio-visual space of the film that excludes such suspense. At the same time, Petzold’s analogue films frequently incorporate CCTV footage, a reduced version of the film medium that is starkly objective, notwithstanding the forms of impairment in its grainy texture and limitation of scope. CCTV is associated with a time-coded, memory-bank apparatus of control and surveillance and thus apparently aligned (whether its technology is digital or not) with the disposition of the digital mode. However, as we will see, the sub-cinematic mode of CCTV is a not entirely reliable proxy for the claims of digital; and it also acts subversively on the analogue film world. As a kind of phantom cinema, CCTV can be seen to haunt Petzold’s film work, calling into question the ontological depth of auteurist composition, its being in, or inhabitation of, space through time. 
The particular focus here will be the first film that Petzold has shot in digital, his contribution to the collaborative Dreileben trilogy for television – Etwas Besseres als den Tod. I ask: how does this film (its mise-en-scène also partly mediated by surveillance cameras) reflect upon practices of rendering seen and unseen across his work? How does it cast the life referenced in the ‘Threelives’ of the trilogy’s title relative to that, or those, of his analogue films – incorporating both the lives of the respective protagonists and the ‘lives’ of the films themselves? And what might this tell us about the broader ontological disposition of Petzold’s filmmaking – its attachment to, or longing for, a model of filmic life-time?

Skin of the Film

Petzold’s digital intervention in this film has to be seen against the background of the debate by filmmakers and film critics over the apparent end of the life-time of analogue film, as superseded by the potentially infinite life of its digital counterpart. It is a debate that turns, on the one hand, around the enhancement of visibility – of the conditions of visualization – that the digital seems to offer; and on the other, the sorts of loss of viewing experience, the degrading of phenomenological richness, in processes of production and reception that some see in the end of film’s analogue life. That is, it is a question of the seen and the un-seen, whereby the hyphen is operative, suggesting what might be taken from view rather than just not registered.​[3]​ What is rendered ‘un-seen’ here would be the ‘spatial suspense’ that Petzold attributes to the analogue medium in its incorporation of a subjective dimension that exceeds the objective mechanisms of the digital apparatus. The ‘suspense’ in question can be attributed to a different dimension of the unseen: that which is not readily visible but is nonetheless registered as an unsettling presence in the visual field. It is this form of the conventionally ‘unseen’ that Petzold seeks to elicit in Etwas Besseres als den Tod, notwithstanding the resistance to it that he identifies in the un-seeing regime of the digital medium.   
In a recent set of programmes for BBC Radio 4, with the title ‘Save this Language’,​[4]​ the Berlin-based artist, Tacita Dean, continued her effort to have film – in its pre-digital form – recognized as a cultural form that needs saving from obsolescence. The plaidoyer for analogue took up the strategy of her 2011 installation piece for London’s Tate Modern Turbine Hall, entitled simply FILM, which represented images of celluloid film, projected in heroic proportions but with a sense of material delicacy onto the no less heroically industrialist, modernist architecture of the Turbine Hall. One shot featured an emblematic eye, marking the piece out as an essay on viewing practices. This was a kind of eulogy to film as imbued with a particular kind of ontology by virtue of its capacity to bring life to the screen – often in an unanticipated form – through a photochemical process of emergence.
Such efforts as Dean’s on behalf of analogue resonate with the discourse of the body – and, in particular, the skin – of film, as developed in different ways by the German filmmaker and thinker Alexander Kluge and by film scholars with phenomenological interests such as Vivien Sobchak and Laura Marks. The skin of the film suggests a certain visibility of the medium, pellucid but nonetheless material as a carrier of images. And what is a distraction to seeing for the dominant ideology of digitalism is an enhancement for such defenders of analogue as Dean – or filmmakers as different as Ulrich Seidl and Quentin Tarantino. An underlying concern here is for what might be called filmic life-time: a handling of temporality as live, and as lived, in the experience of film. 
In an interview for the magazine associated with the Berlin School, Revolver, Alexander Kluge refers to the skin of the film in the context of some video work that he produced and curated in response to the catastrophes at Tschernobyl and Fukushima. Behind the trope of the skin of the film lies the suggestion that light animates its pellicular surface in a kind of photosynthesis, so creating an alternative life form to be seen. Kluge calls human skin ‘ein kluges Lebewesen’, with an intimate connection to the dimension of time; and he wants to see analogue film as organically akin to this – drawing upon the French word for film, pellicule.​[5]​ To adapt a term proposed by Helga Nowotny, the two would share the character of ‘Eigenzeit’.​[6]​ ‘Eigen’, or ‘own’, might best be understood here in the way that Derrida and others have used it in its French form, ‘propre’, to mean proper – or appropriate – also in the ethical sense. To inhabit time as your ‘own’ is also to fulfil it in a subjective sense. But this, in turn, implies openness, responsiveness, to connection with the time of the other: the time of the subject and that of the other come into a form of reciprocity in order to maintain an ethically proper relation. According to this model, film and human skin, respectively, have a temporality – a life-time – that is their own, but that can also allow appropriate accommodation, or mutuality, between them. Against this organically measured, ‘proper’ life-time (‘Lebenszeit’), Kluge sets the catastrophically improper time of the nuclear age. Skin and film alike are seen to have a burning sensitivity to the sort of monstrously inhuman excess of time represented by the half-life of nuclear material as released by Tschernobyl or Fukushima. An ontologically proper life-time is one that, in Kluge’s terms, has a visibility that is also proper to film. Nuclear time, on the other hand, is fundamentally invisible as such, but can be seen – obscenely – not in itself but in its symptomatic effects, as exemplified by the stigmatic burning effect of radioactivity on the skin. 
By way of comparison, we could take one of the earliest film works of Harun Farocki, whose lifetime of making film came to an end prematurely in the summer of 2014. Farocki was Petzold’s teacher and the dramaturgical advisor for the film to be discussed here, as for many other works. The early Farocki film in question is NICHT löschbares Feuer, his 1968 agitprop student film exposing the effects of napalm. Its opening scene sees Farocki staging an attempt at demonstrating the burning effect of the weapon in use in Vietnam, by stubbing out a cigarette on the skin of his arm.​[7]​ Both nuclear power and chemical weapons are practically inextinguishable, with monstrously im-proper life-times. And they are also – in important respects – invisible, reliant on their monstrosity not being seen. The burning of skin, or of the cutaneous material of film, is a strategic way of making them visible to the human eye, providing evidence, and this through an effect of hapsis – so that you palpably feel something of what you see. We might note that a climactic scene in Etwas Besseres als den Tod appears to cite that haptic image from NICHT löschbares Feuer, when a wound is branded into the skin of one of the characters by another with a cigarette.
The campaign for the retention of analogue film is driven by the same kind of imperative – aesthetic, ethical and political – to show things as they are as in the rather different and yet comparable, drastic examples from Kluge and Farocki. The apparently extravagant implication might be that the digital is on the side of nuclear power or chemical weaponry, a medium that is beyond proper human measure or agency, potentiaally inextinguishable, and dangerously un-seen – and hence in need of exposure. To put it another way, the question here would be to what extent the medial character of digital cinema is implicated in the more nefarious functions of digital knowledge systems at large. The campaign for celluloid suggests that it has a different existence – and not least a different, more contingent and yet more ontologically true or proper temporality – to digital, and that its medial life-time is in danger of being put to an end by the new technology. It might be seen as an appeal to the aura of the film artwork in the age of its digital reproducibility, an appeal which sees film as organic and so affiliated to the world, rather than part of an improper (in)human apparatus that governs the anthropocene. It goes without saying that this sort of auratic view of celluloid is one that is also liable to be laden with cultural nostalgia, and perhaps elitism, and that the analogy between the death of film as we have known it and the killing of human and other forms of life by nuclear or chemical means can only ever reach so far.

First and Last

How, then, does Petzold place himself in relation to this question of the endangered language and life of pre-digital film – in particular in its implications for the handling of temporality and the proper showing of life-time? We can start with CCTV, which functions as a kind of prosthetic proxy for digital in his analogue work. Petzold recalls watching with Harun Farocki Michael Klier’s pre-digital 1983 film, Der Riese and being struck by the way in which this compilation of CCTV sequences ‘tells the story that cinema goes on in surveillance cameras […] it’s just a picture’.​[8]​ However, for Petzold, the apparently total technical objectification of the surveillance camera in fact masks a more subjective function; it is at once removed and intimate, ‘something like a chorus in a Greek tragedy.’​[9]​ And perhaps it is this ambiguity that enables CCTV to be repurposed in his filmmaking and to work against the current of the digital visual regime more generally, doing something to disrupt its industrial objectivity. Not for nothing is CCTV footage typically seen in the films not in high definition but as grainy, indistinct, primitive – like a phantom avatar of the earliest films. In some sense, these insertions of CCTV also embody something of a creative tension in the collaboration between Petzold and Farocki, whose take on both the Klier film and on digitality – as recorded in an interview – is rather different, less melancholic and ideologically antagonistic than Petzold’s.​[10]​ Farocki sees Der Riese as showing the potential for a new form of cinematic narration that can make use of digitization in order, paradoxically, to create a ‘materialization’ of experience. He recalls his own nostalgia for the tangibility – what he calls the haptic experience – of working with film stock, but ultimately believes that the question of whether a film is material in its effects, shows things properly, lies not in the medium itself but in the way in which its cinematographic resources are managed. And the evidence of the film work that the two make together is indeed somewhat ambiguous in this respect. 
In a discussion of Gespenster (2005), I aligned the CCTV effect in Petzold’s films with what Derrida calls the hauntological: the living out of a kind of spectral afterlife.​[11]​ By analogy, digital might be seen as what persists after the proper lifetime of the film, an undeadness of the image. How does this work, then, with Etwas Besseres als den Tod – the first film that Petzold has opted to shoot in digital, and with prominent inclusion of CCTV? The Dreileben trilogy, made in collaboration with Christoph Hochhäusler and Dominik Graf, is named for the fictional town in Thuringia which is its central location, with each filmmaker providing a version of a story organized around the escape of a convicted murderer, potentially out to strike again. Petzold’s contribution to this set of three narratives of life and death is his ‘first and last’ digital film, so he insists in interview.​[12]​ In the same interview, he also professes a life-long love for the ‘old times’ of analogue as an anthropomorphically disposed medium, and apparently one appropriate for the Romantic predisposition of his kind of left melancholic: ‘I’m a 35 guy, I love Kodak, the colours are human, the skin of all people is better’.​[13]​ That is, Petzold’s attachment to analogue is informed by a particular version of the skin of the film paradigm, devoted to making the human visible, giving it life in its proper, pellicular colours.

Uncanny Sight and Sound

It certainly seems that Petzold’s film is programmatically seeking ‘something better than death’ – a form of good, or good enough, living. But – in common with his other works, and indeed much of the output of the Berlin School – it is a film that also has an attachment, modulating between the melancholic and the uncanny, to deathliness. As the symptomatic figure of melancholy, we might take the signature tune of the film, ‘Cry Me a River’, which speaks of love’s death even as the young couple at the centre of the film seem to be falling in love. As they dance together, Ana – the chambermaid from Bosnia – makes Johannes, the medical student doing community work in the Dreileben clinic, translate the words of the popular song to her. And at the end of the film, the tune is played again by Johannes’s girlfriend, Sarah, daughter of the lead doctor of the clinic. Johannes has abandoned Ana and is reunited with Sarah, as they head to a new life in Berlin in her convertible. The track now accompanies – perhaps causes – what appears to be the sudden death, or the sinking into death-like torpor, of Johannes at the wheel, as the car glides to a stop. In this properly uncanny sequence, Johannes is excluded from the view of the camera, and Sarah gets out of the passenger seat door and runs around to attend to him, as if he were strangely removed from their shared containment in the car. The final, lingering shot of the film shows the open passenger door (Fig. 1): ‘Das Bild is ein Nicht-Bild’,​[14]​ says Petzold; that is, it renders the protagonist un-seen. 
The song is also the vehicle of interfilmic quotation, recalling as the scene does the convertible in which the French couple in Gespenster drive through Berlin, where the musical accompaniment to their melancholic journey is an equivalent in a very different musical idiom to ‘Cry me a River’: Bach’s cantata ‘Bäche von gesalzenen Zähren’ (‘Streams of salty tears’). The gliding car from Gespenster is also an avatar of the ultimate cinematic vehicles or vessels of the melancholic uncanny, Nosferatu’s coach and ship from Murnau’s classic vampire film.​[15]​ And a further vehicle in this interfilmic fleet would be the car from Yella (2007), in which the haunted/haunting title figure plunges into a river.
The uncanny character of the condition between life and death is diagnosed by Peter Kümmel, in his review of Dreileben in Die Zeit, with the portentous title ‘Unheimliches Deutschland’. For Kümmel, the location of Dreileben, a fantasy town in Thuringia, serves as a site for the performance of a particularly German uncanniness, a condition of being ‘unheimisch’ – not at home in your own land.​[16]​ And, in what is a signature effect for Petzold’s filmmaking, that uncanniness is brought to life – or perhaps rather to a sort of undeath – in the preternatural sounds that he draws from the natural world, in particular from that regular Berlin School location, the archetypal ‘German forest’. Not only do his characters seem to be studded with microphones, providing a persistently strange auditory life to the clothes they wear, but, says Kümmel, the German forest is also a powerful sound system, suggesting a pent-up, consuming force.​[17]​ The character of the sound-track – here and in Petzold’s work more generally – is to make us see that something is being un-seen. In Dreileben, the German forest is figured in mythic shape, drawing upon the stock-in-trade of the national imaginary, with echoes of Barbarossa, Wagner and the witches’ cave. The topos of Heimat is cast here as a particular kind of anti-Heimat, living out its most uncanny or sublime forms.​[18]​ The dark forest is accordingly the classic location for the life-threatening monster, the serial killer Molesch, and the site from which the camera more than once looks, as if inhabiting the gaze of that uncanny figure, thus marking out the fictional settlement of Dreileben as a form of un-settlement in the forest.

Proper Time

If Petzold’s contribution to the trilogy does indeed combine the melancholic with the uncanny in its ambiguous form of life-giving to one of the three lives of Dreileben, the question is how this might relate to the handling of time and to digital form. The first thing to note is that, while the trilogy takes its title from the fictional town of Dreileben, the naming of this place also implies a particular model of temporality. That is, Dreileben is a chronotopical construction. The three lives in question are narrative life-lines that run in parallel, occasionally crossing, each conforming to the programmatic 90-minute lifespan of the made-for-television film, to fit the standard 20.15-21.45 slot in the German viewing schedule. That the films are made for television is perhaps not incidental here. Mary Ann Doane has argued that while cinema is ultimately spatial in its disposition, television is primarily a temporal medium.​[19]​ It is organized according to the logic of liveness, of happening in real time, as well as being constructed for schedules and timed to fit with domestic routines. The made-for-television film is perhaps bound to be a hybrid construction in these terms, its cinematographic commitment to the exploration of space entering into a compromise with the chronographic logic of television. What the programming strategy of the trilogy does is to complicate the spatio-temporal model of the television film. While the three directors of Dreileben planned the broad lines of their projects together, the films were produced separately. There are, however, points at which their shared temporal space is marked, when a scene in one film appears in another, from a different narrative angle. The scenes in question are compositional nodes, as two film lives come together, but also have a strangely displaced effect, as if the host film were being inhabited for a space of time by the intruder film. Given that Dominik Graf’s film, Komm mir nicht nach is shot on 16mm, this also means that where his film shares time-space with Petzold’s, the latter’s digital film-world, created against the grain of his cinematographic commitment, becomes adopted – redeemed perhaps – into an alternative, analogue life.
If television is indeed a medium with time as its ‘semiotic signature’, as Thomas Levin, following Doane, has posited,​[20]​ then it takes an at once reduced and heightened form in the time-coded reality spectacle of CCTV. Levin holds that cinema, which had for a long time maintained the indexical quality that it inherited from still photography as an evidentiary medium, has had to reinvent itself in the age of new media. It has come to adopt the ‘rhetoric of temporal indexicality’ that is proper to such surveillance technologies as CCTV,​[21]​ and to television at large as their medial extension. He writes: ‘The fundamentally indexical rhetoric of cinema’s pre-digital photo-chemical past thus survives in the digital age, albeit now re-cast in the form of the temporal indexicality of the real-time surveillant image.’​[22]​
What this involves is a certain kind of interpellation of the viewer to share real time with the film – a call that is at core ethical. Carsten Strathausen, in his essay on ‘Surveillance’ for the Berlin School Glossary, has argued that the Berlin School elicits from its viewers ‘what Christoph Hochhäusler would call ‘attentiveness’’.​[23]​ In the e-mail debate between the three directors that led to the Dreileben project, this ‘Aufmerksamkeit’ as ‘reines Schauen’ is formulated by Hochhäusler as follows: 

Das Kameraauge verwandelt die vertraute Welt in einen fremden Ort, den man nun, endlich unbeteiligt, in nie erlebter Klarheit sehen kann. Die Kamera ergreift keine Partei; Personen und Dinge werden gleich behandelt, der Mensch wird betrachtet wie ein Tier, ein Haus, eine Wolke: Man will verstehen, lesen, aber man weiß, er wird fremd bleiben und damit eigen.​[24]​ 

Attentiveness is an activity (primarily visual, though also incorporating other senses) which is intently time-based, and the implication of Hochhäusler’s notion of the human remaining ‘eigen’ – proper to itself – under the eye of this attentive camera is that the film thus also develops a sort of ‘Eigenzeit’ or proper time in cohabitation with it.​[25]​ It has a capacity to achieve its own version of the kind of clarity, through time-based work, that digital claims to purvey with its on-demand high definition effects. This model of attentiveness implies a temporality proper to the viewing of the human subject of the film and for the development of proper viewing practices on the part of the film’s spectators. In terms that are both aesthetic and ethical, it involves a recognition of alterity, of the ‘Eigenheit’ (own or proper identity) and ‘Eigenzeit’ (own or proper time) of the other.
The Berlin School’s ‘aesthetics of surveillance’, Strathausen writes, ‘actively invites – or better: gently coerces – the viewers to shoulder the burden of looking.’​[26]​ The coercion is perhaps not always gentle, not least when the object of spectatorship is violent, as in the climax to Hochhäusler’s film, where the logic of attentiveness puts us as viewers in the place of detectives. The sequence shows the stabbing of Ana by Molesch as substantially mediated by CCTV images, and thereby also reveals – analeptically – the ending that was not provided by Etwas Besseres als den Tod. Or rather, it is set to show it, as the scene is frozen in a still frame as Hochhäusler’s film ends. This recalls the mysterious piece of missing CCTV footage from the scene of the earlier murder attributed to Molesch, the minute of darkness that gives this last part of the trilogy its title. The viewing logic of attentiveness, embodied in Hochhäusler’s film by the dogged detective, taking his time to inhabit the case, encounters its aporia in the minute of darkness as downtime in the digital technology of observation. The reliability of the surveillance stock is cast into question, and hence the burden that the viewer has to shoulder – in Strathausen’s terms – is profoundly ambivalent.

Controlled Viewing?
 
The time-sharing that this sort of filmmaking offers to, and asks of, the viewer may always be liable to function, like the surveillance technologies to which it relates, as a form of controlled viewing. Control here would want to be understood in the way that Deleuze suggests in his ‘Postscript on Control Societies’, as superseding the sort of structures of confinement and discipline that Foucault analyses in the social formations of modernity by a differently calibrated form of regime: ‘Confinements are molds’ writes Deleuze, which are structures of ‘modulation’,​[27]​ which implies a temporal variation of the spatial model of moulded confinement. It establishes what Deleuze calls a ‘system of varying geometry whose language is digital’.​[28]​ And what some of the more sophisticated films that function with this digital language do (Levin cites Mike Figgis’s Time Code, with its insistent temporal indexing) is to find ways of making the viewer see something of the control that is being exercized and at least take a share in the responsibility for it. This corresponds to what I have called the ethics of care, or ‘Sorgfalt’, in my reading of Petzold’s 2012 feature, Barbara – where taking care also implies taking the right – or proper – time.​[29]​ It is a strategy that uses a particular form of control in order to expose and work against the ideological regime of the control society, as exercized through its media. Thus, Marco Abel sees a film like Etwas Besseres als den Tod as characteristic of the taciturn and carefully attentive disposition of the Berlin School in its resistance to the ‘loquaciousness’ of talk-shows for the passing of time on mainstream television.​[30]​ It is chatter, which is bound up, we might add, with a kind of promiscuous visual exposure that does not really show anything. In their different ways, the three parts of the trilogy aim to work against that audio-visual regime, installing new forms of attentiveness.
We can consider how this works in the case of Etwas Besseres als den Tod by giving particular attention to two sequences which feature diegetic acts of viewing. The first of these is the establishing sequence, though one that programmatically resists the kind of orientation in the town of Dreileben that the conventional television film would impose. As Petzold comments, the three directors agreed on a map of the town before embarking on their projects, only in order to take it away: ‘Wir wollten keine Totale von dem Ort Dreileben zeigen.’​[31]​ ‘Totale’ is here not just a technical category of shot, but burdened with the idea of mapping totality in mainstream filmmaking, which is to be resisted. Rather, the scene of the films – also as investigative crime scene – is to be gradually discovered and negotiated by the viewer, as the three directors act as successive witnesses to the scene.​[32]​ As Dominik Graf put it, the directors constructed the location of the film, ‘um es dann wieder zu de-konstruieren’,​[33]​ and this deconstructive strategy means that the viewer has to work their way into the architectural and topographical space of Dreileben, engaging in attentive reconstruction over time.
Tellingly, what is put in place of the establishing sequence – the ‘total’ picture – is a CCTV scene, focusing on limited views on screens. If the third film indicates with its title the blind spot in the apparatus of surveillance, and gives it a time code (a minute of darkness), the trilogy also opens with a kind of blind spot, here assigned to a failure on the part of the subject supposedly in control of the viewing, the protagonist Johannes. The opening image of the clinic interior seems designed to exhibit the clarity of the digital apparatus, its perfect (all too perfect, Petzold would say) control of spatial dimensions. The clinic is the appropriate site for this regime of scopic hygiene, as well – of course – as a staple location for the sort of routine television fodder that the trilogy is designed to challenge. The hallway here is a dead non-space, waiting to be populated or enlivened into marked space, one of the corridors or foyers that are a characteristic preoccupation of Petzold’s filmmaking.​[34]​ It is no less appropriate as an institution for surveillance – like Bentham’s prison, subject to panoptical viewing, here modulated through the technology of the control society, as we see when the subsequent shot cuts to the office which houses the clinic’s CCTV screens. 
The camera first pans across a medical textbook – a version of the anatomical atlas that is familiar from that other Petzold drama with a hospital setting, Barbara – indicating that this film, too, is engaged in a kind of socio- or psycho-anatomical study.​[35]​ It then settles, in a self-reflexive gesture, on one of the CCTV screens, on which we see the arrival at the clinic of a female figure, who turns out to be Sarah, in a convertible. The view is first given to us with digital clarity – without explicit time-coding – though its temporal indexicality is certainly implicit. Above all, however, it is a scene that the diegetic viewing subject fails to see. We look over the shoulder of what turns out to be a sleeping Johannes – in his minute of darkness. As Johannes awakes, he follows the figure’s entrance into the clinic, using different cameras, and also seeing her live as she passes by the glass wall of his office. As she passes the office, the camera shifts into focus, as if imitating CCTV, fixing upon its object. At the same time, it focuses upon the glass wall itself, and in it a reflection of the forest, ominously projected in high definition into the interior. We are twice shown Johannes’s face, frontally, staring intently at the apparatus, and viewed in clear close-up in a form of reverse shot, as if from the point of view of the screen – the surveillance operative under surveillance. What Johannes’s intent viewing of the apparatus shows, however, is a loss of definition, as the digital images become crude and pixelated. This exposure of the visual apparatus recalls the spectral – or hauntological – CCTV footage from Gespenster. As the sequences from Gespenster are of crime scenes – theft and abduction – what the jobbing CCTV operative Johannes really missed as he fell asleep over his anatomy book is another scene altogether, and one with criminological implications. This was the arrival at the clinic of Molesch, who has been allowed to spend time alone in the ‘Totenzimmer’ with his recently deceased mother.
While the CCTV apparatus features as the focal point of this scene, its obscuration casts the fantasy of panoptical viewing into question. And – in a classic function of mise-en-abyme – it does the same for the viewing apparatus of the film in which it features, and its exploitation of digital technology for the ostensibly perfected viewing experience. What it shows is Petzold sabotaging the claims of the digital medium, destroying its sharpness, as he says in interview.​[36]​ But this also carries a more significant epistemological and ontological weight, questioning the more general fantasy of the total spatio-temporal presence that the digital projects. Petzold wants us to interrogate the visual givenness of filmic space, to have to discover it in its and our own time, and according to more careful conditions. The sequence concludes with a view of Johannes from the back, as seen by one of the CCTV cameras, and subject to the same lack of definition as in the earlier image. CCTV now seems to act as an uncanny system that does not need a human viewing subject to motivate its interventions in the film, but is rather able to turn the erstwhile, incompetent viewing subject, Johannes, from its controller into its unwitting object. 
This would seem to be what provokes the portentous extra-diegetic music at this point, reprising the intrusive soundtrack that accompanied the title at the start of the film. If Petzold succumbs to the use of digital technology for this film for television, he also embraces a strong form of the required made-for-TV prosthesis of extra-diegetic music, which he had programmatically excluded from Barbara. He has described how the musical signature at the start of the film is also a kind of time signature, part of his effort to accommodate the work in the television schedule, marking a break with the evening news that will precede it.​[37]​ The portentous soundtrack coding accompanies what Petzold subsequently regrets as a too-evident setting up of the filmic narrative as a function of the dreaming Johannes’s fantasy, which will lead to him setting the murderer free, thereby precipitating the death of Ana.​[38]​ The uncannily gliding logic of the ending, conversely, satisfies the director in the way that it elides rather than concludes the protagonist’s nightmare.​[39]​
The CCTV sequence is couched in a set of architectural frames that ramify the exposure of viewing processes, with seeing repeatedly also shown as un-seeing. The reflection of the forest is one example of repeated shots of windows which produce clear mirroring effects, where the human figures also seem as palpable in reflection as in their actual form, and doubling seems to work as a kind of cancelling out. But there is also the security glass of a door which obscures – in a sense pixelates – Johannes, as, like a voyeur set to be exposed, he seeks to conceal himself when Sarah and her father pass the office.​[40]​ The function – or dysfunction – of the window as mirror introduces an ambiguous viewing apparatus that will also feature as a diegetic device later in the film, when Johannes first meets Ana. In this opening sequence the most striking instance is of Sarah, who – as she returns to acknowledge Johannes – is caught in an almost perfect specular projection in the window.​[41]​
The second scene to be considered here iconographically mirrors the opening sequence. Amongst the features of the clinic that we see in the CCTV images – and another distinctive signature of Petzold’s mise-en-scène more broadly – are the framed pictures that hang on the wall in the corridor. They make ready for another such picture – a seascape – which we see hanging over the deathbed of Molesch’s mother in the ‘Totenzimmer’ shortly afterwards. The same picture hangs in Johannes’s room, and a direct connection with the opening sequence is established, when we see Johannes asleep in a chair in his room, beneath the image. When Ana and Johannes are together in his room later, he recalls the scene in the room for the dead, and tells her that the same picture that hangs over her head in his room hangs there. The coastal scene, he surmises, must represent the banks of the Styx, where the dead wait to be collected by ferry. We can hardly fail to be reminded here of the scene from Barbara when Andre indulges in the ‘interpretation of a picture’ for Barbara. That interpretation is a carefully set-up misinterpretation,​[42]​ raising questions of truth and reliability that may well be projected, inter-filmically, into the scene here. There it was the colour reproduction of Rembrandt’s well-known painting The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes Tulp, here a black and white copy of what appears to be a generic photograph or a painting in photographic style – the work of art in the age of its digital reproducibility. And in both films, of course, the image under analysis, or autopsy, is associated with a corpse. Here, it projects into Johannes’s bedsit the logic of the mortuary – the ‘Totenzimmer’, placing Ana under its iconographic reach, as he already is (as mentioned, both she and he will be, or appear to be, or be about to be, dead by the end of the film). 
The budding romance between the two figures is insistently mediated by digital images. Ana asks whether Johannes has a television – this in a television film – or whether he watches ‘on the computer’. And later she looks at Californian photos on the computer, and tellingly focuses upon another coastal scene, drawing attention to the fact that water, and the liminal space between land and water, play as significant a role in this film as in most of Petzold’s oeuvre.​[43]​ She seeks to zoom in on a couple kissing on the beach, but the digital resources fail her, leaving the faces unclear, which Johannes attributes to ‘rights of privacy’. This digital reworking of the classic photographic scene from Antonioni’s Blow Up (1966), is partly a comment upon the limitations of their intimacy, as she flicks through images on his personal computer. But the Blow Up paradigm would also place this apparently innocent scene in the criminological frame, aligning it with the more general question of technologies of observation and policing in the film – and the trilogy at large. Most poignantly, it references the images of Ana herself on CCTV, which appear twice in the film, where her face is indeed ‘unclear’, as if she is converted into an ill-defined, spectral avatar of herself. Johannes, back at the bank of CCTV screens in the clinic, sees her thus as she waits for him at the bus-stop outside the clinic (Fig. 2), on the same camera as Sarah at the start, and again when she is abandoned at the end, before she disappears from view. And she will come to be seen again in this way when, in the final sequence of the trilogy, Molesch attacks her on CCTV. As Johannes’s life-time in this digital film simply glides to a sort of un-dead stop, Ana’s is also not seen to be concluded, either in Petzold’s film or the trilogy as whole. That her death is un-seen not only in Nichts Besseres als den Tod but also when it is introduced in the heightened, focused form of surveillance footage which is frozen in the final frame of the trilogy, is arguably only proper, calling for our attentiveness by showing that what is witnessed here also remains persistently un-seen.

One reviewer of Etwas Besseres als den Tod, Nino Klingler, questions whether it has the aesthetic integrity of other recent works by Petzold, attributing this to a failure to fully accommodate himself to the medial requirements of television. Klingler appreciates some of the trademark features of Petzold’s film-making that are sustained here – the potent ambiguity between on- and off-screen space, the uncanny shifts of camera perspective – but he nonetheless sees the film as lacking the sort of composition that characterises Petzold’s finest work, ‘dieses Gefühl von Geschlossenheit und Strenge, das dennoch offen bleibt für Sehnsüchte und Melancholie’.​[44]​
To adopt terms used by Petzold himself, in the e-mail debate with Hochhäusler and Graf, what Klingler sees here might be a failure inherent or proper to auteurism, which is characterized by insistence upon its own predisposition. ‘Es klingt paradox, aber in gewisser Weise ist der Autorenfilm das Unvermögen, etwas anderes zu machen als das Eigene’, ​[45]​ says Petzold. At the same time, he goes on to recognize that this is to suggest a false solipsism; in the execution of the work, the ‘Eigene’ has to have connected with the participatory experience of the other: ‘Und nach dem Film stellt man fest, dass das Eigene größere kollektive Anteile hat, als gedacht.’​[46]​ While Klingler’s critique focuses on spatial effects, what he recognizes is in fact a chronotopical issue, where the rigour of shot structures is also about the appropriate time for holding images in place – that is, what I have called filmic ‘Eigenzeit’. This takes us back to the question of filmic temporality as a dimension that is at once aesthetic and ethical, demanding proper care for the duration of its life-time, also in providing a proper space of time (Eigenzeitraum, we might say) for the participation of the other. Petzold’s own brand of auteurism is generally most careful in making such provision, partly in its attachment to the ‘spatial suspense’ that he sees in the analogical medium, and which could more properly be identified as spatio-temporal suspense. It is perhaps the determinedly other, indexical temporality of television, and of the digital technology associated with it, that strains against the standards of care in this case, an otherness with which, it seems, a proper accommodation cannot fully be made.​[47]​
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